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I wish to only make two only make general points, as they seem to go at the heart
of the concerns of most critics of the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department.
As the attached history attempts to make clear, Detroit built a regional at the
request, indeed the demand, of suburban users. Each community or regional
authority chose to voluntarily contract with the City for services. To now make
ownership claims or demands for control of this voluntary association is on its
face immoral, dishonest and, as Judge John Feikens has opined, its
unconstitutional.

Because this issue may not familiar to some legislators, I have also attached the
data on what Detroit charged customers and what markups each community
charged its residents. As you can see, most charges paid by residents of local
communities stay in those communities and do not go to Detroit.




Regionalization History

A premise of those who have advocated taking DWSD from the City of Detroit is that it can be
taken without compensating Detroit. Indeed, the bill seems to be saying that Detroit will have to
pay to the new authority for it share of ownership. The supporters of this bill seem to believe that
suburban users have been paying Detroit for water services and therefore have a claim to

ownership.

In fact, Detroit built through bond financing all the water plants, waste water system, major
transmission mains, booster and lift stations. Detroit took the risks, not the suburbs. Suburban
communities voluntarily chose to contract with Detroit for water supply and/or sewerage
services. The decision to contract with the City as a customer did not entitle any community to
assume a claim to ownership. No communities have asserted that they have ownership rights

based on their contract, to my knowledge.

So how do some legislators believe that over a century of the City of Detroit’s investments can
be legally ignored? Perhaps there is an erroneous belief that Detroit has built a resource-
controlling monopoly rather than a voluntary association by persons who do not know the 166

year history of the system.

In 1835 Detroit sold its first two bonds at $50,000 each. One was to finance the purchase and
improvement of the local water works, the other to build the first sewer. On June 4, 1836, the
City established its own water department. This was a year before Michigan became a state.

In 1849, the Legislature authorized the City to levy a special tax on its citizens for the expansion
of the water works. The City purchased land in 1851 for the expansion. It hired contractors to
make the improvements. By 1851 Detroit had spent $175, 898.93 on its water department.

During this period, the City also piped water to residents of the townships of Hamtramek on the
east side and Springwells on the west. A few years later these townships became part of Detroit.

As the town and the water system grew, it was decided to create a Board of Water
Commissioners to supervise the system and its improvements. Established in 1853, the first
board had members whose names were memorialized in the names of Detroit’s roads, such as
Shubael Conant, Henry Ledyard, Edmund Brush and James Van Dyke. This board borrowed
$500,000 to again expand and modernize its water works.

With the projects completed in 1860, the board set a 15% rate increase and required payment
from previously exempt groups. It was probably the first double digit rate increase to pay for
capital improvements.

In 1870, the City was again petitioned by nonresidents to be served with Detroit water. The City
agreed to supply 100 homes that were within 700 feet of the City. As with earlier townships, this




arca was absorbed into the growing City limits of the day. But it showed then as today a
willingness by the City to help others beyond its borders with this basic health service.

In 1871 the Legislature sought to create a Department of Public Works and abolish many offices,
including the Board of Water Commissioners. There was much protest to this new law. The
Board of Water Commissioners refused to turn over its books to the new agency. The Michigan
Supreme Court thereafter negated the Legislature’s act.

Chastened, in 1873 the Legislature gave the Board of Water Commissioners the power to borrow
one million dollars and to levy a direct tax, as well as condemn property and build works outside
the City. Finally, the act banned industrialization for a six mile stretch along the Detroit River
above the planned water intake across from Belle Isle. The land for the 56 acre site we now call
Water Works Park was purchased by the City in 1874 and a new pumping station with settling
basins was put in service in 1877.

By the 1890's the Board began to contemplate the feasibility of building an intake in Lake Huron.
In 1900 the first municipality, River Rouge, signed a water supply agreement with the City of

Detroit.

The City continued to acquire property and expand capacity to meet the needs of its own growing
population, industrialization and the requests for service from the suburbs. It was financed
through the City of Detroit sale of bonds. The Springwells plant went into service in 1935.
Starting as a reservoir and booster station in 1945 to serve Macomb County, the Northeast
Treatment Plant was put into operation in 1956. The Lake Huron plant, long requested by
Oakland and Macomb counties, went into service in 1973 and also supplied the greater Flint

arca.

In the 1950's wide debate occurred about whether Detroit should build a regional system or
whether suburban communities should build their own systems. Laurence Lenhardt, the manager
of the Detroit Water Department, issued a report in January, 1955 saying that Detroit would not
hook up any more cities to the Detroit system and only will serve the 42 cities currently receiving
Detroit water. “Why should Detroit finance suburban growth which will lure away our residents
and industry,” asked Lenhardt. He advocated that the suburbs build their own systems.

The suburban need was great at that time. Most of the suburban population was in western
Wayne county at the time, which had more people than the combined populations of Oakland
and Macomb counties. And many of those western suburbs were hurting for water in the
summers of 1952 to 1955. Local well systems were being tapped out. Undersized water mains
also helped to contribute to low pressures and an inability to fight fires. Total bans on lawn
sprinkling by suburban authorities and gurgling rather than flowing faucets caused great concern
in many communities. Schools were closed, while health and fire hazards mounted.

Water was being delivered by police in milk cans to some residents, while others got their
residential water by going to centrally located community taps and filling their own containers.
Limits were also placed on residential building permits in suburbs such as Livonia. In 1955 the




Detroit Free Press reported considerable loss of industry due to the water shortage.

Within three months of Lenhardt’s statement, Wayne County placed a millage on the ballot to
create a water system for Wayne County. The millage was for an out-County system that Detroit
would never benefit from, yet Detroit, which had two thirds of Wayne County’s population,
approved the millage. Detroit Mayor Albert Cobo eased Lenhardt out as business groups, public
health and safety officials, civic associations and the suburbs demanded that Detroit expand their

system.

In 1955 an Intercounty Supervisors Committee was established from Supervisors ( now
Commissioners ) from six counties to map out development of a regional plan for Wayne,
Oakland, Macomb, Monroe, St. Clair and Washtenaw counties. A 1957 report to them by a
national group of water systems experts organized by the National Sanitation Foundation said
Detroit should build the regional system and supported the plan to build a plant at Lake Huron.
This was also backed by the Detroit Regional Planning Commission ( later SEMCOG ), which
said that the growth of the population and economic base of the region was “endangered” by
inadequate water services. It noted that 58 communities in southeast Michigan could meet
current needs, 37 could not and 100 had no water systems at all.

The Detroit Board of Commerce ( later the Detroit Regional Chamber of Commerce ) also fought
for Detroit building the regional system from 1955 onwards. Newspaper editorial boards also
endorsed the Detroit plan, summarized by the Detroit Times (later absorbed by the Detroit
News), which editorialized that “The reason for unification of the water supply in Detroit’s
department is because the Detroit system has the economic base-its present facilities and paying
customers-to finance expansion. No other apparent combination of communities has such

resources.”

As Detroit and its suburbs coalesced around a Detroit-built regional system, Wayne County
experienced technical and financial difficulties in their planned water system. They decided to
sell to Detroit the system they were building. So the county system started mainly with Detroit
millage revenues was now paid for again from Detroit water funds. But from that transaction
came the Southwest Water Treatment Plant in Allen Park in 1965. With legal obstacles cleared,
Detroit then financed and built additional mains so that Livonia and other suburbs could restart
residential building, occupy already built but vacant homes and open already constructed

schools.

In the 1960's Michigan health officials stopped development in Oakland and Macomb counties
due to lack of sewerage systems. The counties asked for help from Detroit and, according to then
Macomb County Public Works Director Thomas Welsh, ** Detroit obliged with a sewer system to
accommodate Oakland and Macomb counties.” Welsh noted that neither county wanted to
assume the debt or responsibility of building their own systems after they studied the matter.
With the help of Detroit, development restarted in both counties, as it had done in western
Wayne County.The volumes of water demanded by the region now made the Lake Huron plan

economically feasible.




Detroit voters also amended the City Charter in 1960 at the request of Mayor Louis Mariani in
order to add a representative from each of the three counties to the Board of Water
Commissioners. The Times then concluded that “the Detroit region will now move toward a
long-needed program of area-wide centralized control of the supply of water.”

The inclusion of suburban representatives is dismissed today as insufficient by advocates of HB
5788. Nevertheless, suburban representatives said in testimony in 1993, 1999 and this month
before this subcommittee that they were fully equal in their roles, that they are not isolated, that
votes have never occurred along City-Suburban lines. This would be a good model for the

Legislature to follow.

Today the system has evolved in just the way previous generations planned it. Local
communities are still contracting with Detroit for services. Not everyone thinks that the system
Detroit built for the suburbs means that the suburban communities should ingratefully turn
around and steal it from the City. No longer do Livonia police have to haul water in milk cans to

their residents.
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